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South Mountain transitioned from a sole 
proprietorship to a worker-owned cooperative 
in 1987. It was a dramatic hinge point in the 
history of the company, changing our culture – 
and our very DNA - overnight! 

Recently, we noticed a gap in the ownership 
continuum. We did a great job extolling its 
benefits in our recruitment materials, and we 
did a great job of delivering on those promises 
after employees bought in, but for the five years 
between hiring and eligibility, there were few 
touchpoints. 

Filling this gap presented a real opportunity. 
Inspired by the work of Jenn Briggs and her 
team at New Belgium Brewing Company, we 
created an ownership curriculum with two 
goals: 

      1. To develop active and engaged SMC Owners 

      2. To strengthen our relationships with each 
other and with the company  

It’s called the Path to Ownership. 

We chose the “path” metaphor for the following 
reasons: It has a clear beginning, can meander, 
has progress markers along the way, a guide 
when necessary, and a reward at the end.  

The following “Trail map” is a physical 
manifestation of the path. It is the size and style 
of a national park passport and works along the 
same lines. Each experience is initialed upon 
completion until there are none left.  

Experiences are dispersed among six levels: 
Basecamp, Setting Out, Exploring, Practicing, 
Achieving, and Mastering. The full program 
involves 34 hours spread over seven years. (Five 
years pre-eligibility + 2 years getting settled 
after buying in!) 

Fifteen longtime employees act as “guides,” 
working closely with our Communications 
Coordinator to develop and present an hour-
long “experience” centered on a particular 
aspect of our work.   

Half the curriculum is experienced as a group; 
the other half is experienced individually. 
Many experiences are lecture style, while 
others are more hands-on (like visiting job sites, 
immersing oneself in a specific department’s 
workflow, attending a meeting or event, etc.) 

Two years in, The Path has made unmistakable 
impact: Attendance at Owners meetings 
(mandatory to Owners but open to all) has 
surged. What used to be one-way report-outs 
of our financials and work mix have become 
forums for rich back-and-forth. There’s more 
cross-department pollination, and camaraderie 
is at an all-time high.  

We’ll never know exactly what the future 
holds for South Mountain, but with a bench of 
20 informed, engaged, and aligned upcoming 
owners, we’re as ready as we can be!

Might your business benefit from a similar 
system?

Our Path to               
The Path
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